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COVID – 19 Pandemic

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) originated from China at the beginning of 2020 spreading amongst nearly every country resulting in a worldwide pandemic.  The figures as recorded in (The Telegraph, 2020) has seen more than 14.1 million people known to be infected and more than 602,000 deaths have been recorded, 45,233 of which being in the UK.

As detailed by the NHS, the main symptoms of COVID-19 are:
· A high temperature
· A new, continuous cough
· A loss or change to your sense of smell or taste

It is reported that most people with the virus have at least one of the symptoms.

Monday 23rd 2020 saw the Prime Minister addressing the Nation instructing people to ‘stay at home, protect our NHS and save lives’, only leaving their home for very limited purposes to reduce the spread of the virus, this period being know has ‘lockdown’, details of which can be found at (Gov.UK, 2020).

As a result of the crisis, Swansea Council acted quickly in taking steps to safeguard employees, core services and the vulnerable including the following to name a few:
· Providing daily updates and Frequently Asked Questions
· Providing the relevant IT equipment, training and revising policies and procedures to enable staff to work from home
· All staff employed within Swansea Council would receive full pay
· Creating emergency child care provision for key workers
· Implementing appropriate risk assessments and operational plans to ensure safety within the workplace
· Providing appropriate PPE
· Creating a contact centre for vulnerable people i.e. shielding
· Daily/weekly food parcels provided to vulnerable children and adults within the community
· Staff volunteered to be redeployed to support core services
· Regular engagement with the Trade Unions
· Creating a new Team so support Welsh Government ‘Track, Trace, Protect’ strategy
· Employee mental health and wellbeing support
· Car Parking charges ceased
· Produced a return to work protocol in agreement with the Trade Unions
· Ceased any potential compulsory redundancy processes

Any correspondence issued by Swansea Council has been in accordance with Public Health Wales and Welsh Government guidance.

As Swansea Council is a Local Government Organisation, funding is provided from the Government in relation to staffing and as such, were unable to consider the furlough scheme.  However, Swansea Council’s strapline during the pandemic is ‘no employee would receive a financial detriment as a result of the pandemic’, (Swansea Council, 2020).  Therefore, alternative options regarding working arrangements were considered as outlined above.

From an employee relations perceptive, Swansea Council has adhered to best practice guidance as per (ACAS, 2020).  During such challenging times, the Corporate Management Team made a decision to put all employment related cases on hold as it was viewed that the cases could not proceed in a fair and reasonable way.  However, if major safeguarding concerns were identified, consultation has taken place with the Trade Unions and the appropriate actions taken.  Staff were advised of the decision at the start of the crisis and continue to be provided with the appropriate support from their line manager, HR and Trade Unions.  A review of HR cases is continuously being reviewed and a decision to proceed will be made at the appropriate time.

Swansea Council recognise that employees have been managing a number of challenges whilst working in a different way and as such, implementing appropriate adjustments for staff to enable them to undertake their role effectively e.g. change of working pattern, reduced hours without receiving a reduction in salary.  Again, this is an example of the Authority going above and beyond best practice.

As outlined by the (CIPD, 2020), people’s health and wellbeing along with stringent measures to prevent the virus is paramount.  Employers should keep up to date with relevant guidance published by the National Health Service and the Government.  It should be recognised that during this period, people may be feeling very anxious and as such, any measures introduced within Organisations should be in line with the appropriate guidance.

With regard to payment of employees who are required to adhere to the measures as outlined by the Government, e.g. quarantine, self-isolating/shielding, whilst there is no legal right to pay sick pay, it would be good practice for Employers to make such payments, as this would reduce the risk to the organisations and individuals concerned.  (Daniel Barnett, 2020).

In light of recent announcements in relation to the requirement for staff to return to work e.g. re-opening of Schools, Employers should acknowledge that some people are worried and as such may refuse to attend work.  In such circumstances, organisations are encouraged to listen to the concerns and provide reassurance in relation to the measures that have been introduced within the workplace.  Any disciplinary action should be considered as a last resort.

Whilst a decision has been made by the Government to lift a number of restrictions, people should be reminded that the virus has not gone away.  Organisations should continue to keep people safe by ensuring the relevant hygiene measures, social distancing, wearing of PPE as required remain in place.
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